Harmful aspects of keeping pet birds
Sir, We read with interest the paper on pets by Kirkwood (February JRSM, p 97). Although dogs are one of the most familiar pets not only in Britain but also in Japan, keeping pet birds is also popular among Japanese people. Because the Japanese live in small houses, so-called 'rabbit hutches', caged pet birds may be hazardous not only to a bird fancier but also to members of the family. We have previously reported a fatal case of psittacosis", and recently have seen a case of pigeon breeder's lung with increased complement fixation titre for Chlamydia psittaci.
A 60-year-old woman admitted to our hospital complaining of dry cough and dyspnoea had kept 10-15 pigeons for 15 years before the onset of illness. Transbronchial lung biopsy specimens showed a characteristic granulomatous interstitial pneumonitis. The precipitating antibody was observed against pigeon droppings. Pigeon breeder's lung was diagnosed, and her symptoms improved in hospital with steroid therapy. The complement fixation titre of her serum for Chlamydia psittaci increased to 1/64. As she had no past history nor symptoms of psittacosis, it seemed that she had inadvertently been infected.
We feel that doctors should supply pet owners with accurate and useful information about diseases that can be caused by birds (e.g. extrinsic allergic alveolitis, bronchial asthma, and psittacosis). HIROSHI when making decisions about further treatment. An investigation that we have carried out into the attitudes of neurosurgeons to prognosis indicates that many would be willing to take the results of formal predictions into consideration when making decisions:'. With MRC support, we are currently exploring the benefits of supplying clinicians in two centres each in England and Scotland with predictions about individual patients in the first week after a head injury. BJENNETT 
G TEASDALE
The place of basic research in education Sir, The concern voiced by Baum (June 1986JRSM. p 315) about British government policy on basic research demands careful scrutiny and attention.
Research in the basic sciences, as well as in preclinical subjects like biochemistry, may not occupy a prestigious position in specialized fields of learning including medical education, yet basic research is the foundation stone on which technological developments rest. In other words, basic research provides the common language for further understanding of applied subjecta'. The British educational system is a model on which many other educational systems are based. Any effort to undermine the importance of basic research will have a telling effect upon other countries, the research workers in general and upon the development of education generally. Such adverse decisions will have an untoward effect in fields like biochemistry. Those working for a PhD in biochemistry often opt for teaching jobs in medical institutions, as do postgraduates who have specialized in clinical biochemistry. The sudden shift in British educational policy will influence the selection of staff in various medical institutions in the Middle East, where both a degree in medicine and specialization in biochemistry are now required. This greatly affects the job opportunities of people specializing in preclinical subjects.
Thus, in a world full of specialization, the preclinical subjects and basic sciences need their own specialists. The making of such specialists requires encouragement, incentives and adequate funding of research projects by the policy makers in all departments of education, who must set about their task with proper vision -considering the development of education as a whole and not in fragments. Basic research must retain its rightful place in all forms of education. D S SHERIFF
